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WHITE PASS AND YUKON 


C. G. HEIMERDINGER, JR. 


For years, the narrow-gauge commé6n carrier 
tail lines located in and around Durango, 
Colorado have often been credited as the last 
such trackage in the United States. Such a 
Statement, however, is not, nor has it ever been, 
true. In reality, the 110-mile White Pass and 
Yukon Route operates the last fully-operational 
three-foot-gauge common carrier in the United 
States. The Denver and Rio Grande Western 
still opera Ww gauge between 


service Is entirely a tourist operation and 


handles little freight. The White Pass and Yukon- 


Route, on the other hand, still handles 
passengers and considerable freight traffic year 
round between Skagway, Alaska and 
Whitehorse, located in the Yukon Territory of 
Canada, much the same as it has been doing for 
more than a half century. 

The history of the White Pass and Yukon 
begins during the summer of 1896 when gold 
was discovered near the Yukon River in the 
area now known as Dawson City. Word of the 
discovery re&%ched the western United States 
the following year, and the rush was on. One 
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route for gold seekers wanting to reach the 
Klondike was to travel by sea to Skagway and 
then to hike over the Chilkoot Pass, or the White 
Pass, to Lake Bennett. From the _ lake, 
prospectors first used boats on the lake itself, 
then down the Yukon River to Dawson City. 
The town of Skagway, which had been founded 
in 1897, quickly reached a population of 
between twenty and thirty thousand persons, 
most of whom planned to hike and boat to the 
Klondike gold fields. 

Almost as quickly as the miners reached 
Skagway, it was obvious that a transportation 
system was needed over the mountains between 
there and Lake Bennett, and the construction of 
a wagon road was started. In 1898, a Canadian’ 
corporation was organized to build a railroad 
between Skagway and what was to become the 
city of Whitehorse, in the Yukon Territory. 


In the company of a trio of sister units, 
General Electric boxcab number 98 struggles 
upgrade through Glacier, Alaska, at milepost 
14.1, with the day’s mixed train bound for the 
north end of the railroad at Whitehorse in 
Canada’s Yukon Territory. 
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Construction started almost at once, and the 
wagon road, which had never been completed, 
was purchased by the new railroad line whith 
much of the right-of-way becoming the roadbed 
for the White Pass and Yukon. 

Two years later, in 1900, the railroad was 
completed. Transportation between Whitehorse 
and Dawson City, a distance of four hundred 
miles, was handled by riverboats on the Yukon 
River, many of which were later owned and 
operated by the railroad itself until this form of 
transportation faded from the water in 1953. 
Trucks, now also operated by the White Pass, 
today handle traffic to the north. 

Between 1900 and 1941, the history of the 
White Pass and Yukon was similar to many 
narrow-gauge railroads which had been built in 
haste to connect the mining booms. While the 
mines at Dawson had been prospering so had 
the three-foot-gauge railroad, but after mining 
reached its peak production and started to 
decline so did the railroad’s fortunes. By the late 
1930's, the White Pass was but a shadow of its 
former glory days even though the continued 
production of the mines at Dawson and the lack 
of highways in the area at least insured the 
railroad’s survival. As the White Pass has no 
interchange points with other railroads, it 
continues to exist as a narrow-gauge line. 

It was World War II that did more than 
anything in helping the White Pass and Yukon 
Route to revamp its image and survive into the 
present times. As a result of the War in the 
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Accelerating southward out of the railroad’s 
northern terminal at Whitehorse, locomotive 
93, built by General Electric in 1956, leads 
another of the unique White Pass boxcab units 
on the Skagway-bound mixed train. 


Pacific, and the Japanese occupation of two of 
the Aleutian Islands, it was decided to build a 
highway connecting the United States with 
Alaska. The new road ran through Whitehorse, 
and the railroad was used to transport the tons 
of men, material and supplies required for the 
construction and maintenance of the highway. 
During the War, the railroad was administered 
by the United States Army which invested 
heavily into the line with men, rolling stock and 
motive power. Probably the best known of the 
wartime locomotives brought to the White Pass 
were seven former Denver and Rio Grande 
Western K-28 2-8-2’s. Three similar locomotives 
remained on the D&RGW, and today they 
handle all of the traffic on the Rio Grande’s 
surviving Silverton Branch. After World WarlIl, 
most of the locomotives brought to the White 
Pass for the war effort were scrapped. Much of 
the new rolling stock, however, and a few of the 
locomotives, continued on with the railroad 
which was once again administered under 
private control. 

The boom that World War II brought to the 


“Yukon did not end after the war, although 
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it was not nearly so dramatic as that of 1898. The 
roads that the war created in turn provided the 
opportunity to develop the Yukon as never 
before. Slowly, the business for the White Pass 
and Yukon Route continued to grow, and by the 
early 1950’s it became obvious that 
improvements would have to be made to the 
tailroad’s operations. . 
The most notable change was the 
development of a container system, and the 
purchase of diesel locomotives. As the number 
of containers shipped over the railroad 
increased, the requirements for the conventional 
box car diminished and today there are only 
seven of these cars surviving which are now used 
mainly to handle baggage traffic for passengers 
on the mixed trains. Almost all freight traffic is 
handled in the various types of containers, 
including the vast ore shipments. White Pass 
trucks handle these containers to and from the 
northern terminals of the railroad, while 
company-owned ships carry many of the 
containers between Skagway and Vancouver. 
Prior to the arrival of the first diesels, a 
number of 2-8-2’s, 2-8-0's, 4-6-0’s and a 2-6-2 
provided the motive power. Reminders of the 
days of steam are still very evident at Skagway, 
which is the principal terminal for the railroad. 
Four of the 2-8-2’s, numbers 70, 71, 80 and 81, 
two of which came from the Sumpter Valley 
Railway in Oregon, sit in a deadline along the 
waterfront, while 2-8-2 number 72 still sits where 
it was caught in the disastrous 1969 roundhouse 
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fire. A-sixth 2-8-2, number 195, and 2-6-0 52, 
both of which are in poor condition, are on 
display in Skagway. At the other end of the 
narrow-gauge in Whitehorse, rests yet another 
poorly-maintained 2-6-0, number 51, on 
display. In fact, the only steam locomotive that 
appears to be in good condition is 2-8-2 number 
73 which is displayed at Lake Bennett. 

Today all rail operations are handled by diesel 
power with three different types of locomotives 
handling assignments. First are eleven boxcabs, 
numbers 90 through 100, built by General 
Electric between 1954 and 1966. These are the 
units that replaced steam power. Although built 
by GE, the locomotives are fitted with Alco 
prime movers, just the same as all White Pass 
and Yukon motive power. These boxcabs are 
unique to the railroad, and the only other similar 
GE's were built for Brazil. How much longer 
these boxcabs will continue working for the 
White Pass is unknown. A number of these units 
are showing their age and it is believed that 
management is looking for replacement motive 
power for the railroad. 

When the White Pass went looking for new 
units in 1968, they selected a twelve-hundred- 
horsepower hood unit. Ordered from Alco, 
seven of these, numbers 10] through the 107, 
arrived on the railroad in early 1969. A few 
months later two, the 102 and 105, were caught 
in a disastrous roundhouse fire in Skagway and 
were completely destroyed. The two burned-out 
diesels, along with 2-8-2 72 which was caught in 
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the same fire, rust away behind the new 
enginchouse. To replace the destroyed units, 
three similar locomotives, numbered 108 
through 110, were ordered from the Montreal 
Locomotive Works in 197] as Alco was out of 
the locomotive business by this time. The hood 
units are usually assigned to freight movements 
and only see passenger service when a motive 
power shortage develops. These locomotives at 
the present time wil] not operate in multiple 
with the boxcabs although the railroad’s 
management has plans to change that factor. 
The third type of motive power on the White 
Pass and Yukon is lone switch engine number 81 
which is the only locomotive on the present 
roster which was not purchased new. Instead, it 
was obtained from the United States Army in 
1973 and is used to switch the docks and yards 
of Skagway. While the 81 is designed to be 
Operated in multiple with other units, it has 
never operated as such on the White Pass. Like 
all other WP&Y units, the 81 has a C-C wheel 
arrangement, but it is unique among White Pass 
motive power in that it is the only locomotive 
not equipped with dynamic brakes. Upon her 


The only switcher on the White Pass and 
Yukon roster is convertible-gauge number 81, 
an 800-horsepower General Electric locomotive 
built in 1957 for the U. S. Army and here seen 
switching on the docks at Skagway. 


. 


eee mn 


F M PaRy hat 


arrival, the cab roof was raised so that switch 
crews could stand in the cab while riding the 
locomotive; the rebuild looks like a box resting 
on top of the cab. 

All motive power on the White Pass and 
Yukon is based and maintained at Skagway. 
Most of the power is needed for the Alaska 
Division, and only four units can be found north 
of there at any one time. One hundred ten miles 
in length, the White Pass and Yukon is divided 
into the Alaska and Canadian Divisions. The 
Alaska Division is forty-one miles, and stretches 
northward from Skagway to Lake Bennett, 
British Columbia. The Canadian Division 
continues the railroad northward for another 
sixty-nine miles into Whitehorse. Of the entire 
trackage, only the first twenty miles are in the 
United States, but it is on that twenty-mile 
stretch that the most spectacular part of the 
White Pass and Yukon exists. From the 
Skagway River bridge at milepost five. to the 
bridge and tunnel at Dead Horse Gulch, 
milepost nineteen, the railroad climbs three and 
four per cent grades hugging the sheer wall of 
Skagway River Canyon, sometimes seven 
hundred feet above the river. The climbing track 
crosses four major bridges and passes through 
the railroad’s only two tunnels. At milepost 
nineteen, just before entering the second tunnel, 
the railroad crosses Dead Horse Gulch and the 
“trail of 98.” It was here that some 3500 pack 
animals Jost their lives while attempting to move 
supplies for gold seekers during the rush of 1898. 
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Built in 1972 by the Montreal Locomotive 
Works, above, White Pass number 110 leads a 
northbound train past a new track relocation 


project at milepost eight designed to aid in 
fight against winter ice. 


The center of the railroad’s ore-hayling 


the White Pass whic 
miles to minin ivit 
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t one time the railroad crossed Dead Horse 
Gulch on a very high spectacular bndge. 
However, the capacity of that bridge was limited 
and in 1969 it was replaced with a new bridge 
located a thousand feet north of the old span. 
The second tunnel] was built at the time of this 
relocation, There is little market for scrap in the 
Skagwa Mees ghar he okt betape FUT secs It 
jeahis tact lackoFs et 

—— 


i vere grade between SKkégway and 
White Pass whic the most severe 
operating problems for the White Pass and 
Yukon. Most trains on the grade are limited to 
about thirty-five cars. During the summer 
months there are usually eight train movements 
a day up and down the grade. These include two 
passenger, two mixed and four freight trains 
each day. The passenger trains are operated in 
connection with the various cruise ships that call 
on Skagway during the summer months. 
Powered usually by boxcab units, the passenger 
train makes a roundtrip between Skagway and 
Bennett. The mixed trains, also powered by 
boxcab units, operate between Skagway and 
Whitehorse. One of the freights is handled by the 


newer hood units, while the second freight is . 


again powered by boxcab locomotives, and both 


ster sr eure. cure 


n some ten 
lo. Today, more 
than sixty containers of ore are transferred from 


trucks to narrow- ; each day at this 
yard whi oasts some excellent track. 


fyeights operate over the railroad during the late 
vening and nighttime hours. It should also be 
noted, however, that during July sunset is not 
until after 11:00 PM, and that sunrise is around 
3:30 AM! At Bennett, the two freights are 
combined into one train behind a pair of hood 
units for the remainder of the run to Whitehorse. 
For the reverse, the freight that had operated 
between Whitehorse and Bennett is broken into 
two trains for its trip south to Skagway. 
Train movements over the White Pass and 

Yukon are greatly reduced during the winter 
months. There are no passenger operations in 
connection with cruise ships during this time, 
and the mixed train does not operate on 
weekends. Snow is a problem on the railroad 
and at one time two steam rotary plows we 
maintained to keep the line open. In recent yea 
both rotary plows have been retired and the task 
of snow removal has been tured over toa group 
of bulldozers. One of the rotary plows is in the 
deadline on the Skagway waterfront, while the 
other is now on display along with 2-8-2 number 
73 at Lake Bennett. 


The rolling stock on the White Pass and 
Yukon isa blend of the old and the new, with the 
bulk of the freight equipment consisting of flat 
cars designed to cary containers. Older cars 
equipped with arch-bar trucks and “K” type air 
systems, and newer cars equipped with roller- 
bearing trucks and the latest in air brake 
equipment, can be found in the same train. The 
passenger equipment on the railroad is also 
a blend of old and new. During the recent 
summers an increasing number of cruise ships, 
as well as increased tourist traffic on the Alaska 
Marine Highway ships which call at Skagway, 
have taxed the passenger equipment to the limit, 
and every item of passenger rolling stock has 
been pressed into service. Included in that roster 
of more than thirty cars are a number of former 
Narrow-gauge cars that once rode the rails of 
long-gone railroads in California and Oregon. 
Equipment from the South Pacific Coast; North 
Pacific Coast, later the Northwestern Pacific's 
narrow-gauge; the Pacific Coast Railway which 
operated out of San Luis Obispo; and the 
Sumpter Valley Railroad, which ran out of 
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EQUIPMENT ROSTER OF THE WHITE PASS AND YUKON 


COMPILED BY C. G. HEIMERDINGER, JR. 
LOCOMOTIVES 


NUMBER HORSEPOWER WHLS. WEIGHT CONT. T.E. STARTING T.E. BUILD. YEAR SERIAL NO. 
Ate 800 HP 40” 152,000 22,000 45,600 GE 1957 32933 
90 800 HP 34" 167,000 24,000 50,000 GE 1954 32060 
91 890 HP 34” 167,000 24,000 51,000 GE 1954 32061 
92 890 HP 34” 172,000 24,000 51,000 GE 1954 32709 
93 890 HP 34” 172,000 24,000 51,000 GE 1956 32710 
94 890 HP 34" 172,000 24,000 51,000 GE 1956 32711 
gS 890 HP 34" 167,000 24,000 51,000 GE 1963 34592 
96 890 HP 34” 167,000 24,000 51,000 GE 1963 34593 
97 890 HP + a4" 167,000 24,000 51,000 GE 1963 34594 
98 990 HP 34" 170,000 24,000 -- 51,240 GE 1966 35790 
99 990 HP 34” 170,000 24,000 51,240 GE 1966 35791 

100 990 HP 34” 170,000 24,000 51,240 GE 1966 35792 

101 1200 HP 36" 210,000 35,000 53,590 Alco! 1969 602301 

102, ° 1200 HP 36” 210,000 35,000 53,590 Alco’ 1969 602302 

103 1200 HP 36” 210,000 35,000 53,590 Alco’ 1969 602303 

104 1200 HP 36” 210,000 35,000 53,590 Alco’ 1969 602304 

t05"" 1200 HP 36” 210,000 35,000 53,590 Alco’ 1969 602305 

106 1200 HP 36" 210,000 35,000 53,590 Alco’ 1969 602306 

107 1200 HP 36” 210,000 35,000 53,590 Alco’ 1969 602307 

108 1200 HP 36” 210,000 35,000 53,590 MLW 1972 605401 

109 1200 HP 36” 210,000 35,000 53,590 MLW 1972 605402 

110 1200 HP 36” 210,000 35,000 53,590 MLW 1972 605403 


* Ex-United States Army convertible-gauge locomotive; all other WP&Y diesel locomotives were acquired new from their builder. 


** Destroyed in roundhouse fire at Skagway; remains still on hand in 1977. al : AL, 
Note *: Ordered from Alco, built by Montreal Locomotive Works; units carry Alco builder’s plates with Montreal serial numbers. 


PASSENGER CARS 


4 Combination Cars: Two of these are former Sumpter Valley Railway (Oregon). 
30 Parlor Cars: Including former Sumpter Valley, North Pacific Coast, South Pacific Coast, Pacific Coast & Northwestern Pacific. 


FREIGHT CARS 
3 


Cabooses. 
8 Boxcars: Including two in baggage service and one in maintenance-of-way; all are ex-Colorado and Southern. 
5 Side-dump Cars. 
14 Hopper Cars: All are ex-East Broad Top. 
36 Tank Cars: Including ex-Denver and Rio Grande Western. 
Depressed Center Flats. 
351 Flatcars: Including former Colorado and Southern cars. 


David E. Burla 
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Resting between runs over the mountains, 
above, General Electric-built 93 sits in Skagway. 

Five GE boxcabs, left, lead a mixed train 
downgrade through milepost six as it nears the 
town of Skagway. 
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Both: David E. Burla 


Sitting along the Yukon River in Whitehorse, 
locomotive 110 awaits another run south to 
Skagway. Built by the Montreal Locomotive 
Works in 1972 with serial number 605403, the 
110 develops 1200 horsepower. 
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Still sitting in 1976 at the location of the railroad’s Skagway roundhouse which was totally destroyed by fire on the evening 
of October 15, 1969, above, Whjte Pass and Yukon Route Baldwin 2-8-2 number 72 plainly shows the effects of that tragic 
ight. Until the fire, which claimed two new diesels as well, the steamer had been used when needed as a Stationary boller to 
mee i < steam needs. Mikado 72's three sisters also remain in existence: numbers 70 and 71 are poth in the 
Skagway deadline, while the 73 is on display at Lake Bennett with one of the steam-powered rotary snowplows. 
Awaiting their departure time at Whitehorse for the return run to Skagway, White Pass 106 and 107, below, bask in the 
sunshine. Built in 1969, the two units were part of the railroad’s original hood-unit order for seven locomotives from Alco, two 
of which, numbers 102 and 105, were destroyed in the Skagway roundhouse fire soon after arrival. As with 2-8-2 72, the 
remains of the two hood units are still on hand. Weighing 210,000 pounds, these locomotives develop a total of 1200 


horsepower and ride on thirty-six-inch wheels. —_—_—_—— 
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Baker, Oregon. The two former South Pacific 
Coast cars were origipally built by Carter 
Brothers in Newark, California and may well be 
the only two Carter-built cars still in regular 
passenger service anywhere. A number of the 
original passenger cars built for the White Pass 
and Ykon remain in service as well. In recent 
years, the railroad has had to purchase new 
passenger equipment to handle the increasing 
business, the latest of which arrived on the 
railroad in 1976 and were immediately pressed 
into service. Almost all are used as parlor cars, 
and most of the older rolling stock has been 
rebuilt as such. Only a few of the coaches remain 

The long-term future of the railroad avoids 
contemplation at the present time. Scheduled 
for completion next year is a road connecting 

Today, the White Pass and Yukon Route 
narrow gauge is a prosperous railroad hauling 
large numbers of passengers and a considerable 
amount of freight traffic. Moreover, while 
having installed a number of modern devices, 
the railroad retains al] the atmosphere created 
by narrow-gauge railroading. The new 
locomotives and cars can not change the heavy 
grades and sharp curves that the White Pass and 
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Yukon must face. Older equipment, stub 
switches, and other operating characteristics 
add to the nostalgia of this narrow-gauge 
railroader. 

The long term future of the railroad avoids 
contemplation at the’ present time. Scheduled 
for completion next year is a road connecting 
Skagway with Whitehorse. At the present time 
vehicles use the WP&Y as a connection between 
the Alaska Marine Highway boats at Skagway 
and the Alcan Highway at Whitehorse and it is 
expected that this traffic will be lost to the new 
road. The grades on the new highway, however, 
will not permit truck traffic, nor will the road be 
kept open during the long winters, so it is 
doubtful that freight traffic on the railroad will 
be affected. The new road is expected to have 
little effect on the passenger traffic. The 
approaching British Columbia Railway is 
another concern for management of the White 
Pass and Yukon Route. When the British 
Columbia Railway completes their branch into 
Dease Lake in the late 1970's, they will have a 
trailhead only two hundred fifty miles from 
Whitehorse. Whether or not additional 
construction is projected towards Whitehorse is 
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Gliding downgrade in the rugged Skagway 
River Canyon, above, four General Electric 
boxcab units Jead a train toward Skagway. 

With unit 98 in the lead, a southbound train 
rolls along Fraser Lake, left, in scenic 
British Columbia. 


unknown, but always possible. The primary 
freight traffic on the White Pass and Yukon 
Route at the present tirffe is concentrated 
lead-zine ore originating some three hundred 
miles north of Whitehorse and destined mainly 
for Japan. This traffic, of course, would not be 
affected by a British Columbia Railway line into 
the Whitehorse area; however, the container 
traffic originating or terminating in Vancouver 
would be another story. Only time will provide 
the answers to these questions. There is also the 
possibility that the White Pass and Yukon 
Route will become standard gauge and there 
have been studies towards that end. At the 
present time the railroad’s management is not 
seriously considering such a move, nor are they 
now contemplating the extension of the railroad 
north of Whitehorse, although studies have been 
made concerning both ideas. For the present, it 
appears that the White Pass and Yukon will 
continue to handle passengers and freight on 
their three-foot-gauge rails. The present fare of 
$29.00 for a ride on the White Pass is high, but it 
is worth the cost. 

If you are interested in nding the White Pass 
there are many ways one can reach the railroad. 
A number of cruise ships call on Skagway 
during the summer, and al] schedule their time in 
port so that one can ride the railroad. Also, the 
Alaska Marine Highway boats call on Skagway 
daily, and the fare is considerably less than that 
of a cruise ship. Once a week one of their ships 
leaves Seattle, while the rest of the ships sail 
from Prince Rupert, British Columbia. Air 
service is available to Skagway, and C P Air 
serves Whitehorse. @ 
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the White Pass and Yukon 
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